In the Apophthegmata Patrum or Sayings of the Desert Fathers, for instance, Abba Sopatrus exhorts a disciple: "Do not allow a woman to come into your cell and do not read apocryphal literature. Do not get involved in discussions about the image. Although this is not heresy, there is too much ignorance and liking for dispute between the two parties in this matter. It is impossible for a creature to understand the truth of it 3 ." The "image" refers to the image of God in man, according to Genesis 1: 26-27, "And God said, Let us make man in our image, after our likeness.
[…] So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them 4 .", a Biblical statement destined to trigger intense theological debates among the monks of Wadi-n-natrun, the "Desert of niter", during the 2 nd -5 th centuries. The textual proximity of "woman" and "apocryphal literature" in a fragment included in the Apophthegmata Patrum may seem paradoxical. In fact, contemporary Gnostic literature was able to generate heretical sexual imagery. The Apocryphon of John (II, 1; III, 1; IV, 1; BG 8502, 2), included in the Nag Hammadi Library, explains in a sexual manner the origin of evil in the micro-universe of the human being, the submission of primordial human beings to the dominion of Yaldabaoth, the archons and the fallen angels, against the Zoroastrian cosmological background of the mixing of light and darkness: "And when the light had mixed with the darkness, it caused the darkness to shine. And when the darkness had mixed with the light, it darkened the light and it became neither light nor dark, but it became dim.
[…] And he said to the authorities which attend him, Come, let us create a man according to the image of God and according to our likeness, that his image may become a light for us.
[…] And they said, Let us call him Adam, that his name may become a power of light for us. And the powers began: the first one, goodness, created a bone-soul; […] the third, divinity, created a flesh-soul; […] the fifth, kingdom, created a blood-soul; […] Bedouk (created) the right buttock; Arabeei (created) the left penis; Eilo (created) forms of idolatry, all kinds of earthly limitations, in order to behold -or, rather to be held before -an image of the heavenly God. There, you were confronted with another reality, with the presence of a boundless God, whose grace was without any limits at all.
[…] It appears that the desert treats the body harshly […], the emphasis is on shedding the excess layers, on getting rid of the dead layers, which they define as "flesh".
[…] Even while claiming that the entire world belongs to God, the desert elders strive no longer to depend on material possessions. Their struggle is not to become centered on the world; it is to establish another order and focus where the entire world is centered on God."the testicles; Sorma (created) the genitals.
[…] And the origin of the demons which are in the whole body is determined to be four: heat, cold, wetness, and dryness. And the mother of all of them is matter.
[…] This is the number of the angels: together they are 365.
[…] But if you wish to know them, it is written in the book of Zoroaster. And all the angels and demons worked until they had constructed the natural body.
[…] And the man came forth because of the shadow of the light which is in him.
[…] And the archons took him and placed him in paradise.
[…] And when Yaldabaoth noticed that they withdrew from him, he cursed his earth.
[…] And the chief archon saw the virgin who stood by Adam, and that the luminous Epinoia of life had appeared in her.
[…] And the chief archon seduced her and he begot in her two sons; the first and the second (are) Eloim and Yave.
[…] The one is righteous but the other is unrighteous.
[…] Now up to the present day sexual intercourse continued due to the chief archon. And he planted sexual desire in her who belongs to Adam. And he produced through intercourse the copies of the bodies, and he inspired them with his counterfeit spirit 5 ." According to the Gnostic ontological perspective, the multiplication of human beings through desire, sexuality and birth constitutes the essential algorithm for the perpetuation of the Realm of Evil and Darkness.
Consequently Abba Sopatrus was right to exhort his disciple to beware of "woman" and "apocryphal literature": both were vested with the inner power to incite fornication. Furthermore the moral-rhetorical remedy offered by Abba Sopatrus through his apophthegm implies the reality of the transgression of the monastic discipline by some of the monks in Scetis and Wadi-n-natrun. In respect of the temptation to err through sexuality, even a young disciple might have been equated to a woman, an erotic identity which exposed his young age and physical beauty to the prohibition of entering the mystical spirituality of the monastic realm of Scetis: "Abba Eudemon said this about Abba Paphnutius the Father of Scetis: I went down there while I was still young, and he would not let me stay, saying to me, I do not allow the face of a woman to dwell in Scetis, because of the conflict with the enemy 6 ." Heterosexuality and homosexuality are identical as potential negations of the sexual void of the desert.
Sexual sin must be defeated in the realm of thinking, in order to keep the human body, engendered through sexuality, safe from its evil magic. The very conceptualization of sexual sin needs to overwhelm the human being, in order to freeze the sexual actions at the physical level. Conversely, any breach in the conceptual armour surrounding the physical body may jeopardize the monk's ascetic identity, may disintegrate his saintly sexlessness into the hellish incandescence of desire, lust, orgasm: "Abba Cyrus of Alexandria was asked about the temptation of fornication, and he replied, If you do not think about it, you have no hope, for if you are not thinking about it, you are doing it. I mean, he who does not fight against the sin and resist it in his spirit will commit the sin physically. It is very true that he who is fornicating in fact is not worried with thinking about it 7 ." On the grounds of a mystical-theological view of sexuality, Abba John the Dwarf offers a parable of the human soul which is similar in its textual architecture, albeit no direct textual or historical connection can be identified, to the Hymn of the Pearl, a Manichaean writing included in the pseudo-epigraphically Acts of Thomas 8 . What might have been an anodyne family intrigue in Roman North Africa is exegetically transformed by Abba John the Dwarf into a parable of the redemption of the soul. A Roman governor married a courtesan when she promised to give up her old habits and become an honourable woman. When her former lovers came to the back of the governor's house, whistling in order to invite her to join them and relapse into the way of sexual sins, she refused to listen to their whistling, ran and hid herself in the innermost chamber of the house. Abba John the Dwarf concludes his apophthegm: "The old man said that this courtesan is our soul, that her lovers are the passions and other men, that the lord is Christ; that the inner chamber is the eternal dwelling; those who whistle are the evil demons, but the soul always takes refuge in the Lord 9 ." In the final analysis, it makes no difference if a monk's wife is made of mud or of flesh and bones, as long as she is nothing but an ephemeral and meaningless temptation on the monk's way towards androcentric redemption. When Abba Olympius of the Cells was overwhelmed by sexual desires, he fashioned a wife and a daughter out of mud, pretended to have a family and worked his heart out in order to provide food and clothing for them: "His thoughts said to him, Go, and take a wife. He got up, found some mud, made a woman and said to himself, Here is your wife, now you must work harder in order to feed her. So he worked, giving himself a great deal of trouble. The next day, making some mud again, he formed it into a girl and said to his thoughts, Your wife has had a child, you must work harder so as to be able to feed her and clothe your child 10 ." The strange maieutic involving Abba Olympius' soul and thoughts reached at once a liberating truth which implied the psychological forsaking of the illusory mud-beings and his re-immersion into a sexless peace of mind: "So, he wore himself out doing this, and said to his thoughts, I cannot bear such weariness any longer. They answered, if you cannot bear such weariness, stop wanting a wife. God, seeing his efforts, took away the conflict from him and he was at peace 11 ." When a disciple at war with the turmoil of fornication declared to Abba Paphnutius: "Even if I take ten wives, I shall not satisfy my desire.", the old man wisely ascertained the demonic nature of his lust: "No, my child, this warfare comes from the demons.". Nevertheless the disciple could not maintain his ideal saintly sexlessness, he left the cenobitic settlement of Scetis and roamed for a while, heterosexually free, in the land of Egypt. After some time had elapsed, Abba Paphnutius met his former disciple by chance, carrying baskets of shell-fish along the road. After a painstaking recognition, the Abba summarized his sexual and marital martyrdom in an apophthegm: "How have you lost your dignity and come to such humiliation? No doubt you have taken ten wives?" In a repentant tone, the disciple admitted that all his mundane endeavours had as a goal providing food for his one and only, inhumanly voracious, wife ("Truly I have only taken one, and I have a great deal of trouble satisfying her with food."), while the Abba encouraged him or even ordered him laconically ("Come back with us.") to return to Scetis and re-join the monastic community. The cycle of sexual-earthly wanderings is thus closed by repentance and abandonment of feminine illusions and family duties: "He said, Is it possible to repent, Abba? He said that it was. And leaving everything, the brother followed him and returned to Scetis, and thanks to this experience he became a proved monk 12 ." Wives or courtesans, constituted of mud or flesh, the profane women inhabiting the regions of Egypt situated in the proximity of Thebaid are, from a monastic perspective, nothing but figments of truth, illusions of the sexual disparagement of the soul, forewarnings of religious doom. Thus when Abba Arsenius remonstrates with harsh words ("Have you not heard tell of my way of life? It ought to be respected. How dare you make such a journey? Do you not realise you are a woman and cannot go just anywhere? Or is it so that on returning to Rome you can say to other women: I have seen Arseni-us? Then they will turn the sea into a thoroughfare with women coming to see me.
[…] I pray God to remove remembrance of you from my heart.") a "very rich and God-fearing virgin of senatorial rank" from Rome, Archbishop Theophilus assuages her moral traumas by asserting that the Abba spoke in this manner only because "it is through women that the enemy wars against the saints", but as far as the redemption of her soul was concerned, "he will pray for it continually 13 ". When a wandering monk confessed to Abba Amoun that he is afraid of being tempted into fornication during his long travels, the old man advised him to recite a prayer ("God of all virtue, by the prayers of my Father, save me from it.") whenever he confronts lustful circumstances. So when a young woman assaults him in the chamber of a house, the young monk cries the prayer out -loud with all the power of his soul, and "immediately he found himself on the road to Scetis". 14 Sensuality as aquatic ontology recalls the vulnerability of the desert monk whose human identity is defined as a mise-en-abîme between the terrestrial and celestial realms, with the sexual or non-sexual vector indicating the life-path towards damnation or the life-path towards redemption: proximity to the "lake of sensuality"; remoteness from the "lake of sensuality". According to the apophthegm of Abba Poemen, a divinely inspired contemplation of abstinence diverts the monk's soul away from the jeopardizing contemplation of sensuality: "You must flee from sensual things. Indeed, every time a man comes near to a struggle with sensuality, he is like a man standing on the edge of a very deep lake and the enemy easily throws him in whenever he likes. But if he lives far away from sensual things, he is like a man standing at a distance from the lake, so that even if the enemy draws him in order to throw him to the bottom, God sends him help at the very moment he is drawing him away and doing him violence 15 ." What traces of carnal-profane sexuality, if any, survive in the saintly sexlessness of the ascetics and monks who inhabited Wadi-n-natrun, the "Desert of niter", during the 2 nd -5 th centuries? Perhaps nothing more than a shadow of nothingness, an eros absolutely conquered by thanatos, an unknown and harmful presence lying infinitesimally in the essence of air. Abba Agathon, assisted by his disciples, endeavoured to build a cell, the whole community established its residence there, but during the first week of monastic inhabitation the Abba saw something which "seemed to him harmful", and he decided to flee, while the swarm of monks followed its leader:
"It was said of Abba Agathon that he spent a long time building a cell with his disciples. At last when it was finished, they came to live there. Seeing something during the first week which seemed to him harmful, he said to his disciples, Get up, let us leave this place.
[…] If some are scandalized, others, on the contrary, will be much edified and will say, How blessed are they who go away for God's sake, having no other care. However, let him who wants to come, come; as for me, I am going. Then they prostrated themselves to the ground and besought him to allow them to go with him 16 ." In the same manner, Abba Ammoes initiated the exodus of the monks shepherded by him in a cenobium because he saw in the monastic perimeter something which "seemed to him to be harmful": "It was said of Abba Ammoes that he had fifty measures of wheat for his use and had put them out in the sun. Before they were properly dried off, he saw something in that place which seemed to him to be harmful so he said to his servants, Let us go away from here. But they were grieved at this. Seeing their dismay he said to them, Is it because of the loaves that you are sad? Truly, I have seen monks fleeing, leaving their white-washed cells and also their parchments, and they did not . Promulgated in 543, the Edictum contra Origenem condemned Origen (ca. 185-254) for having corrupted Christian theology by insertions of pagan mythologies and heretical ideas extracted from Arianism and Manichaeism: "For he [Origen] was educated in the mythologies of the Hellenes and was interested in spreading them; he pretended to explain the divine scriptures, but in this manner mixed his own pernicious teaching in the documents of the holy scriptures; he introduced the pagan and Manichaean error and the Arian madness, so that he could give to them what the holy scriptures could not understand precisely 25 ." First and foremost, the Edictum contra Origenem targeted Origen's doctrine concerning the divine creation of all human souls before the inception of time, their fall through koros or surfeit of contemplation into wickedness as coldness in the love of God and their logical exposure to the cycles of metempsychosis. In this context, it appears that only human bodies have been modelled according to the divine "image" and "likeness" referred to in Genesis, 1, 26-27, while human souls enjoyed the ontological privilege of pre-existence. As Aloys Grillmeier emphasized, Emperor Justinian I. condemnation of Origen's theological thinking is similar to Archimandrite Shenute of Atripe's anti-Origenist hermeneutics: "Regarding the pre-existent souls, their orders (taxis), their activity before the fall, their faculty of memory concerning the earlier condition, the possibility of sin being committed before they are included in a body, the significance of staying in the body, Justinian poses similar questions to those which the Archimandrite Shenute posed a good century before in his instruction to the monks and clergy of Upper Egypt 26 ." Abba Sopatrus' apophthegm testifies about the proximity of Christianity and Gnosticism in Northern Egypt during the period of the Desert Fathers, and also about the effort of the Abbas to establish firm limits against sexual lust and the lust of the erroneous dogmata. Both posed tremendous potential danger of disintegrating the monks' peace of mind and peace of soul. In the Apophthegmata Patrum, Abba Macarius the Great resorted to a homosexual parable in order to explain to his disciples the battle of love engaged over the human soul between God and the Principle of Evil. Walking towards Egypt, the Abba heard a boy who confessed to his mother: "Mother, there is a rich man who likes me, but I detest him; and on the other hand, there is a poor man who hates me, and I love him." Abba Macarius marvelled at this saying, and afterwards he revealed to his disciples the reason of his marvel: "Truly, our Lord is rich and loves us, and we do not listen to him; while our enemy the devil is poor and hates us, but we love his impurity th century, Timothy Ailouros, the bishop of Alexandria, "allowed" monks and clerics to eat meat on Sundays -a remarkable ruling, given normal monastic dietary theory -in order to detect the Manichaeans to whom meat was completely forbidden." 29 Ibidem, p. 21: "Evagrius of Pontus, formerly a cleric of Constantinople who lived as a monk in Kellia from 384 until his death in 399, warned both monks and nuns against the insidious propaganda of those who taught a "false gnosis", whom he claimed he had encountered in the desert itself. His Sentences to a Virgin indicate the nature of the demiurgic and docetist doctrines which he wished them to avoid -but he gives no clues as to who propagated such teachings." 30 Ibidem, p. 50: "When Melania first arrived in Egypt, she went straight from Alexandria to Nitria and deposited three hundred pounds of silver in a precious casket at the feet of the venerable Abba Pambo […] . She sustained the pro-Nicene party in Egypt on death of Athanasius and when Theophilus expelled the Origenist monks from Nitria and they fled to Palestine, where the authorities forbade them any assistance, it was Melania who brought food to them, disguised as a slave. from al-Kharga, Dākhla and Siwa oases as a divine punishment for the sin of heresy and heterodoxy: "Concerning the devastation of Scetis, Abba Macarius said to the brethren, When you see a cell built close to the marsh, know that the devastation of Scetis is near; when you see trees, know that it is at the doors; and when you see young children, take up your sheep-skins, and go away 33 ." Émile Amélineau, quoted and translated by Otto Meinardus, offered a longer version of this prophecy: "When you see the cells growing in numbers in the valley and when you see trees growing by the gate, when you see numerous children, then take your hide and flee… and it shall be so until the first destruction of Scetis after forty years, because they shall have satisfied their passions. Then again, Christ the King will have pity on them, He will let them return a second time and He will give them these laws and commandments. And they will obey, performing half of the commandments, and this will be until the second destruction of Scetis, because of the grandeur of their luxury. And again Christ the King will let them return for the third time and will give them also these laws and these commandments 34 ." In this context, Abba Macarius' inability to utter any apophthegm may be understood in connection with his grieving brought about by his power to foresee the moral-spiritual decay and successive devastations of Scetis, as a theocratic circumnavigation of the historical time: "Abba Poemen asked him weeping: Give me a word that I may be saved. But the old man replied, What you are looking for has disappeared now from among monks 35 . 
